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Study Abroad and School Psychologists’ Perceptions of Intercultural Competence 
 
Abstract 
This study investigated perceived influence of study abroad experiences on intercultural 
competence in school psychologists and school psychologists-in-training. This exploratory 
descriptive qualitative analysis involved semi-structured interviews with a purposively sampled 
group (n=20) of school psychologists (n=10) and school psychology graduate students (n=10) 
who studied abroad during their undergraduate or graduate programs. Participants responded to 
questions about their study abroad experience, how it affected them, what they learned about 
other cultures, and how it affected their career or career preparation. Four themes were 
identified: (1) awareness of cultural similarities and differences; (2) recognition of privilege; (3) 
development of empathy; and (4) shaping of professional practice. Participants reported that their 
study abroad experiences had a positive impact on their perceived intercultural competence. 
Implications for school psychology training programs and suggestions for future research are 
discussed.  
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Study Abroad and School Psychologists’ Perceptions of Intercultural Competence 
 
Intercultural competence is a complex set of skills that facilitates effective 
communication with individuals from different cultures (Fantini & Aqueel, 2006). These skills 
are crucial for school psychologists, who provide direct support to diverse students and families 
in order to help children succeed academically, emotionally, and socially. One way to develop 
intercultural competency is through culturally immersive experiences, such as study abroad.  
Intercultural competence is typically viewed as existing on a continuum, as a set of skills 
that develop over time through experiences.  Hammer’s (2011) Developmental Model of 
Intercultural Sensitivity illustrates such a continuum, wherein individuals progress from having 
basic perceptions and behaviors regarding different cultures to a more complex understanding 
(Hammer, 2011). Such frameworks of intercultural competence development generally focus on 
the shift from an ethnocentric view (that one’s own culture is the center of all cultures), to a more 
global viewpoint (that cultures interact and influence each other). School psychology training 
programs involve coursework and field experiences that help students progress along the 
continuum of intercultural sensitivity.  
The National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) has long asserted the 
importance of intercultural competence in schools in the form of unbiased assessments and 
interventions, collaboration with families, and justice and advocacy for students. The need for 
intercultural competence in school-based professionals stems from a long history of diversity 
gaps and the underrepresentation of minorities in the field of education (Center for American 
Progress, 2014). The field of school psychology is predominantly Caucasian and female, with a 



































































to NASP’s most recent member survey in 2015, 87% of school psychologists who are NASP 
members are white (NASP, 2016), which is not representative of the population of students they 
serve. The NASP 2017-2022 Strategic Plan includes diversity as one of its core values (NASP, 
2017). 
Massat, Constable, McDonald, and Flynn (2009) found that schools are an important 
environment to respond to diverse cultural needs, due to the increasing number of immigrant 
families with young children. School psychologists are in the ideal role to increase intercultural 
competence in schools (Li, Ni, & Stoianov, 2015). For example, Lanfranci (2014) examined the 
role of school psychologists in the over-referral of migrant students in special education. This 
study found that, when compared to teachers, school psychologists are less likely to exhibit 
cultural bias when choosing assessments and interventions for minority students. This is 
important, given that minority students are twice as likely as white students to be placed in 
remedial classes in core academic subjects (Wise, 2005). 
There are a variety of ways to develop intercultural competence, including service-
learning experiences (De Leon, 2014), college coursework (Newell et al, 2010), and professional 
development (Teasley, Archuleta, & Miller, 2014). Cultural immersion experiences, which 
provide intensive experiences living in and interacting with individuals from another culture, can 
also positively affect students’ and professionals’ intercultural competence (Czerwionka, 
Artamonova, & Barbosa, 2015; Earnest, Rosenbusch, Wallace-Williams, & Keim, 2016; 
Housman, Meaney, Wilcox, & Cavazos, 2012; Prosek & Michel, 2016; Smith-Augustine, 
Dowden, Wiggins, & Hall, 2014). Study abroad programs are a popular type of cultural 



































































Study abroad experiences may increase cultural awareness and sensitivity, empathy, a 
greater sense of self, appreciation for different cultures, and awareness of cultural differences 
and similarities (Canfield et al., 2009; Goldoni, 2013). Franklin (2010) found that, even 10 years 
after graduation, young professionals who studied abroad during their undergraduate studies said 
the experience positively affected them professionally. Participants reported increased 
confidence when interacting with individuals from different cultures, as well as increased 
ethicality in their work. Factors that affect the impact of study abroad experiences include the 
location of the program, students’ participation in both structured and unstructured activities, 
student perceptions of their daily experiences, and faculty support during the experience (Barrett, 
2018; Doyle at al., 2009; Earnest, Rosenbusch, Wallace-Williams, & Keim, 2015; Goldoni, 
2013).  
Students benefit from being “active participants” while abroad (Goldoni, 2013; Harris, 
Kumuran, Harris, Moen, & Visconti, 2018). Successful integration into a host country generally 
relies on students’ abilities to turn everyday experiences, even those that were negative, into 
opportunities to learn, reflect, and grow (Goldoni, 2013). In many colleges and universities 
short-term study abroad programs, where students only spend from two to five weeks in a 
different cultural experience, are also an option. These short-term experiences may be more 
feasible for students and they still have a significant impact on students’ self-perceptions of 
intercultural competency (Nguyen, 2017). An integration of assignments and activities that 
engage the students in the culture of the area helps increase students’ self-awareness, global 
mindset, and relationship interest, even if they are only abroad for a few weeks (Nguyen, 2017).  
While previous studies have examined the impact of studying abroad on helping 



































































programs on school psychologists (Davies, Lewis, Anderson, & Bernstein, 2015). Thus, the 
research question examined in this study was: What are the perceived effects of study abroad 
experiences on the intercultural competence of school psychology graduate students and 
experienced school psychologists? These two points in professional development were selected 
so we could examine both the short- and long-term perceived effects.  
Method 
     This study utilized a phenomenological qualitative design (Moustakas, 1994) with in-
person or phone interviews as the data collection method. This design was selected because it 
focuses on a lived experience within a particular group, with the goal of arriving at a description 
of the nature of a particular phenomenon. In phenomenological research, interviews are 
conducted with individuals who have firsthand knowledge of an event or experience; the 
interviews explore the experience and situations that have influenced participants’ experiences of 
the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  
 Triangulation was used to enhance the validity of the study. In this project, we used 
different sources of information: school psychology graduate students and experienced school 
psychology practitioners who completed different types of study abroad experiences.  We also 
used investigator triangulation, which involved using several different investigators in the 
analysis process.  
Participants 
     The participants in this study included (n = 10) school psychology graduate students and 
(n = 10) school psychologists with 5-15 years of experience in the field, all of whom participated 
in a study abroad experience during their undergraduate or graduate program. Interviewing both 



































































different developmental junctures. Graduate students are likely reading and talking about cultural 
competency in class, but may have fewer experiences to draw from, whereas mid-career scholars 
have less recent academic exposure, but more day-to-day experiences through their work and 
encounters with diverse families. We wanted to learn both how graduate students felt study 
abroad influenced their perceptions of cultural competency, as well as how those experiences 
might have a sustained influence on practitioners into their mid-career. A specific timeframe for 
the study abroad experience was not required for participation. Thus, some participants 
experience brief (e.g., two week) programs while others studied abroad for up to a year.  
A purposive and snowball sampling method was used to recruit participants.  Potential 
participants were recruited nationally by contacting graduate school professors who led study 
abroad programs and through a social media site for school psychologists and school 
psychologists-in-training. Those who met the screening criteria were contacted via email or 
phone with details about the study. The first respondents were enrolled in the study. The 
remainder were not contacted because the research team halted active recruitment when no new 
themes were arising during interviews. Each participant selected a pseudonym to protect 
confidentiality. Participants were compensated for their time with a specialty coffee or other 
beverage of their choice, brought to them at the time of the interview. 
Graduate student participants. The graduate student participants were all female and 
studied abroad for two to eight weeks during their undergraduate or graduate program.  
Emily studied abroad for two weeks in Costa Rica during the second year of her Ed.S. 
program. Emily is a second year graduate student pursuing school psychology at a private 




































































Sarah studied abroad for two weeks in Costa Rica during the second year of her Ed.S 
program. She is a second year graduate student pursuing her education at a private university in 
the United States. She is originally from New Jersey and identifies as Caucasian. 
Leigh is a first year school psychology graduate student who studied in France, Bosnia, 
and Italy for two weeks during her undergraduate program. Her graduate program is at a private 
university in the Midwestern United States. She is originally from Ohio and she identifies as 
Caucasian. 
Maria is a first year school psychology graduate student who studied in Argentina for 
eight weeks as part of her undergraduate studies. She attends a private university in the 
Midwestern United States. She is originally from Ohio and she identifies as Caucasian. 
Hazel is a second year school psychology doctoral student who studied in Chile for eight 
weeks. Hazel studies school psychology at a university in the Midwestern United States. She is 
originally from Michigan and she identifies as African American. 
Chloe, a second year school psychology graduate student, traveled to Jordan for eight 
weeks. She studies school psychology at a public university in the Western United States. Chloe 
is originally from Connecticut and she identifies as Caucasian. 
Jackie, a third year school psychology graduate student, traveled to China for eight weeks 
for her undergraduate program. She studies school psychology at a public university in the 
Western United States. Jackie is originally from Colorado and identifies as biracial. 
Elyse, a second year school psychology doctoral student, traveled to Switzerland for two 
weeks for her undergraduate program. She attends graduate school at a university in the 



































































Erin is a second year school psychology doctoral student.  She traveled to England for six 
weeks through her undergraduate program. Erin studies school psychology at a university in the 
Midwestern United States. She is originally from Ohio and identifies as Caucasian. 
Robin is a second year school psychology graduate student. She traveled to England for 
six weeks as part of her undergraduate program. She attends a school psychology graduate 
program in the Midwestern United States. Robin is originally from Ohio and she identifies as 
Caucasian. 
School psychologists. The sample of experienced school psychologists included seven 
females and three males. All of the participants identified as Caucasian. 
Audrey studied abroad in Spain for one semester during her undergraduate career and she 
studied abroad in Mexico for six weeks during her school psychology graduate program. She is a 
bilingual school psychologist who works for a large school district in Wisconsin. She has worked 
as a school psychologist for eleven years. 
Emma studied abroad in Ecuador for one month during her undergraduate education. She 
has worked as a school psychologist for eight years and currently works in a suburban school 
district in the Bay Area of California. 
Janine spent a semester abroad in Cambridge, England during her undergraduate 
education. She has worked as a school psychologist for nine years. She currently works for a 
large, urban school district in Chicago, Illinois. 
Kaitlyn spent one semester abroad in Australia during her undergraduate program. She 




































































Kayla studied abroad in Nicaragua for one month while she was an undergraduate 
student. Kayla works in a small-town school district in California. She has worked as a school 
psychologist for eight years. 
Lane spent one year studying in Swansea, Wales while she was an undergraduate student.  
She works in a school district in California near the U.S./Mexico border. She has worked as a 
school psychologist for ten years. 
Matthew studied abroad in France for one month during his undergraduate education.  
Matthew has worked as a school psychologist for six years. He currently works in a rural, low 
socioeconomic status school district in Ohio. 
Nathan studied abroad in Argentina for two weeks as part of his school psychology 
graduate program. He was a teacher for six years before becoming a school psychologist. He has 
practiced school psychology for six years. He currently works in a rural/suburban district in 
Ohio. 
Robert participated in the same graduate study abroad program in Argentina as Nathan. 
He currently works as a school psychologist in a suburban district in Ohio. He has worked as a 
school psychologist for six years. 
Stephanie studied abroad in Argentina for two weeks during their school psychology 
graduate program. Stephanie has practiced school psychology for five years. She currently works 
as a school psychologist in a rural/suburban district in Ohio.  
Procedure 
 This study was approved by the researchers’ Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to 
data collection. The content and format of the semi-structured interview questions were piloted 



































































researchers asked the pilot participants for feedback regarding the clarity of questions. This 
written feedback was then used to revise the interview questions prior to administration for this 
study. The interviewers (the first and second authors) were trained in interview techniques by an 
experienced qualitative researcher prior to interviewing each participant.  
Audio-recorded, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted in person or via 
telephone using a guide that was created by the researchers for the purpose of this study. After 
establishing rapport, the interviewers asked questions including: Tell me about your study 
abroad experience (prompting for location, duration, course of study, number of participants), 
What made you decide to study abroad? Tell me about the activities you participated in while 
studying abroad? (prompt for both structured and unstructured experiences, as well as what they 
did and their perceptions of them), What was the best and worst part of your experience? What 
were your expectations about the study abroad experience prior to arriving? How did reality 
differ from your expectations? How did this study abroad experience impact you?(prompt for 
both immediately after returning and long-term), What did you learn about other cultures during 
this study abroad experience? How did life in the country in which you studied differ from the 
US and how was it the same? How did studying abroad prepare you for a career in school 
psychology? While the questions with the graduate student participants and school psychologist 
participants were similar, the questions required the experienced school psychologists to reflect 
on their experiences that took place several years prior to the interview, as well as discuss their 
current school psychological practice. The graduate student participants commented more on 
how they are preparing for future school psychological practice. Follow-up questions were asked 
to gain a deeper understanding of participants’ experiences. During the last few minutes of the 



































































participants and asked if it was an accurate representation of their conversation. This member 
checking was an additional way of enhancing trustworthiness of the data collection process. 
Demographic questions included participants’ ethnicity, gender, where they grew up, where they 
currently live, and the demographics of their current schools (for experienced school 
psychologists). Interviews lasted between 25-50 minutes. Data collection occurred from March 
of 2017 to April of 2018.    
Research Team 
All interviews and primary data analysis were conducted by two of the study’s 
investigators, both of whom were Ed.S. school psychology graduate students at the time of data 
collection. One researcher is a white school psychology graduate student in the midwestern 
United States. She participated in an immersion study abroad program in Rosario, Argentina for 
three months during her undergraduate career to meet requirements for a major in Spanish. She 
also participated in a faculty-led graduate study abroad program in Costa Rica for two weeks. 
This program focused on learning about education and mental health in Costa Rica. The second 
researcher is an Asian-American school psychologist in the midwestern United States. She 
participated in a six-week Spanish language immersion study abroad program in Madrid, Spain 
during her undergraduate career. She also participated in a faculty-led study abroad program in 
Argentina for two weeks, which focused on Argentinian education and culture. The other study 
team member is a white school psychology professor in the midwestern United States. She 
participated in a study abroad program in London during her undergraduate education and has 
led four study abroad programs for graduate students in counselor education, most of whom were 
school psychology graduate students. Three of these programs were in South America and one 




































































     Interview recordings were transcribed verbatim with identifiers removed. Audio 
recording files and transcribed interviews are stored on the researchers’ computers and are 
password protected to maintain confidentiality. The transcribed interviews were analyzed using a 
phenomenological approach, which allowed us to examine the unique perspectives of 
participants (Moustakas, 1994). After developing a holistic understanding of the data, we used 
horizonalization, which is a process of listing each of the relevant quotes of the studied topic, 
identifying nonrepetitive and nonoverlapping statements in interview transcripts. Through 
inductive analysis of these statements we developed meaning units and themes, and created 
textural (what was experienced) and structural (how it was experienced) descriptions. These 
were used to uncover the essence (shared experience) across participants. 
The initial themes were reviewed by the investigators and were shared with three 
professionals who were not authors of this study: a school psychology faculty member, a 
sociology professor with expertise in race/ethnicity and sexuality, and a university director of 
education abroad and partnerships. This research auditing supported the dependability of our 
findings and provided additional perspectives on the data interpretation and implications for 
school psychologists and study abroad programs. After the final themes were defined and notable 
quotes were selected to illustrate each theme, the investigators made minor edits to the quotes for 
readability. For example, verbal fillers such as um, you know, like, and well were deleted if they 
did not add meaning to the quote (Mertens, 2010).  
Results 
Four main themes relating to how study abroad affected intercultural competence in 



































































cultural similarities and differences; (2) recognition of privilege; (3) development of empathy; 
and (4) shaping of professional practice. Responses from both categories of participants 
(practitioners and graduate students) fit within these themes, but similarities and difference 
between the two participant groups are noted and explored. 
Awareness of Cultural Similarities and Differences 
Participants reported returning from their study abroad experiences with a new lens on 
culture and a greater understanding of the unique needs that might affect students. Some 
participants commented on similarities and differences among cultures that contributed to their 
development of empathy and recognition of others’ perspectives. Additionally, participants noted 
how their study abroad experiences allowed them to better relate to students from diverse 
backgrounds who may be new to the country or school. For example, graduate student Maria 
discussed how studying abroad as an undergraduate helped her understand how cultural 
differences might affect one’s needs: 
It’s just being aware of people’s differences, especially their cultural differences, being 
able to treat everyone with the same dignity and the same respect and understanding and 
being able to adjust based on what their needs may be, which could differ across cultures. 
 
Another student, Jackie, commented on how the cultural differences she experienced 
while studying abroad in China gave her a new perspective on mental health in other countries: 
I think it made me more aware of mental health in a country like China, and how 
underdeveloped it truly is, and to keep that into consideration when working with families 
from that descent or that area … to us, [behaviors] might look like anxiety … it might 
literally just be their norm. 
 
Robert, a practicing school psychologist, explained how study abroad in Argentina was a 
learning experience that helped him appreciate both his own culture and empathize with others 



































































It was kind of a learning experience at the same time, too. Just things that you take for 
granted that you have readily available in everyday life. And you sort of change that over 
when you think of life and working with people from different backgrounds and if they 
don't speak the language or don't understand certain things in the culture here, just how 
challenging that might be and the burden that can place on you. 
 
Another school psychologist who studied in Nicaragua, Kayla, expressed how her 
recognition of similarities and differences among people from all cultures helped change her 
perspective on students that she works with.  
I think at the end of the day, it just comes down to the fact that we're all human. We all 
experience the same emotions, we might come from different circumstances. These 
parents love their kids and want what's best for their kids, but they couldn't always make 
choices for what is going to be best for them in the long run because some of them 
needed to be at home to work on the farms. It just really helps to see that you can't make 
those broad generalizations. 
 
Lane, who has worked as a school psychologist for ten years, explained how there are 
differences even among cultures that she learned about while studying abroad in Wales. 
Kind of making those interpersonal connections a little easier with people from different 
cultures.  So probably that would be the biggest thing.  Just that basic understanding that 
even within a culture, there still are differences. There are trends and norms and things 
like that, but it certainly helps to understand that the degree of difference is a spectrum 
within each culture.   
  
Most participants expressed how their study abroad experience allowed them to 
experience and appreciate different perspectives. Additionally, participating in these immersive 
experiences allowed them to learn more about other cultures and gain a greater understanding 
about how people from other cultures live their lives. Emma, a school psychologist who studied 
in Ecuador, discussed how she recognizes that everyone’s perspectives are different and how 
important it is for her to keep learning. 
Everyone's perspective is coming from their own life experience and their own 



































































And to kind of take it as it comes and asks questions if you're not sure.  Just don't stop 
asking questions. 
  
Another school psychologist, Stephanie, mentioned how her study abroad experience in 
Argentina helped her see other perspectives and how important that quality is as a school 
psychologist. 
I think it helped me with being able to see other perspectives.  I think a huge part of our 
role is being able to see the parent's perspective, the administrator's perspective, the 
teacher's perspective, and if you can see those other perspectives and still use the data to 
drive decision making, you'll be able to explain it in a way that the people who have 
different perspectives are able to grasp it.  And that's really beneficial. 
  
         Matthew, a school psychologist who studied in France, felt that immersing himself in 
another culture is the only true way to learn more about that culture.  
Until you try to immerse yourself in something or try to understand it, it's hard to even 
imagine how different another culture can be.  There's just so much that goes into it and 
it's such a rich subject, that it's impossible to learn just from reading a book or looking 
stuff up on the internet or watching videos or what have you.  You have to actually go out 
and live it and really understand it.  That's kind of what I learned the most. 
  
Erin, a graduate student who studied abroad in England, reflected: 
It’s important to realize that there isn’t one treatment that works best for everyone … you 




Recognition of Privilege 
A prominent theme was participants’ recognition of privilege. Several participants 
attribute this to specific instances abroad, as well as a result of their own reflection of their 
experiences. Elyse, a graduate student who studied abroad in Switzerland to learn about 
countries with accessibility for people with disabilities, reflected on her feelings of privilege as 



































































I ended up having a lot of responsibility for helping make sure that people who were not 
able-bodied got to experience [the trip] in the same way that I did … I wasn’t [prepared] 
for how much work it would be when you’re with someone that is legally blind [someone 
she was supporting in her work experience] to walk with them through the park and explain 
what we’re seeing … I didn’t realize how much extra work that could be and how 
challenging that can be. 
 
         Another graduate student, Hazel, expressed how her experience abroad allowed her to 
realize the impact that environment plays in the development of children: 
I think that experience opened my eyes to advantages that we had and how we attribute 
behaviors to themselves rather than their situation … Unfortunately, we have the notions 
that problems don’t exist within our own space, they exist elsewhere, and I think I fell 
into that category at that time. I’ve thought much differently since [then]. 
 
Development of Empathy 
Several participants reported developing increased empathy for students of different 
cultures. Graduate student Chloe reflected on her experiences while studying abroad in Jordan: 
I empathize a little more for people I meet who are not part of the mainstream culture. I 
can physically remember that feeling of feeling like an outsider and feeling like I didn’t 
really understand the norms. So, I think I have a little bit more natural empathy with more 
diverse families and students now. 
 
         Elyse, a graduate student who studied abroad in Switzerland, discussed her experience 
supporting students with physical handicaps and how it shaped her future practice: 
It just gave me a really unique perspective on how their lives … what they may face in 
their life and how I can be an advocate … without minimizing or making them feel less 
than because they have a physical handicap. 
 
Experienced school psychologists expressed similar sentiments.  For example, Nathan 
expressed how studying in Argentina allowed him to empathize with non-native speakers. 
When you are put in a situation where you don't know the language or aren't completely 



































































who doesn't know the language perfectly well or doesn't know the culture.  The trip gave 
me the opportunity to put myself in someone else's shoes. 
 
Shaping of Professional Practice 
Participants discussed how their professional practice was shaped by their experiences in 
other countries. Hazel, a graduate student who studied abroad in Chile, had never been asked to 
reflect on her experiences abroad until she was interviewed for this study: 
I wasn’t aware of the impact of studying and working at the orphanage or volunteering … 
it ended up being something fairly huge and influential … I will say now, working with 
children, I will always consider their background and their culture … because of some of 
these experiences I had while studying abroad.  
 
Nathan, a current school psychologist, explained how his study abroad experience in 
Argentina makes him think about students’ needs when they may be exhibiting learning 
difficulties. 
So, it made me feel very fortunate for what I have.  In the long run, it made me keep 
thinking about how I need to understand, it made me think of Maslow and the hierarchy 
of needs and how those people have needs that need to be met.  Until you meet those 
needs, you're not ever going to be able to teach or educate, until you meet some of those 
basic needs.  That is one of those things I try to keep in mind in my practice now.  So, I 
need to keep that in mind as I'm trying to work with the child, as opposed to why can't 
you learn, why can't you learn, why can't you learn? 
 
In contrast, Kaitlyn, a practicing school psychologist, stated that while her study abroad 
experience was enjoyable, she did not feel that it ultimately contributed much to her intercultural 
competence development and her current professional practice with the students and families that 
she serves.  
I feel like my experiences day to day, with families.  As much as my study abroad was 
beneficial for me, particularly with learning Australian culture, I really feel like it has 
been more my work with individual families and individuals, like our ELL teacher, and 
the people who I have interacted with daily have probably had a bigger impact on me 






































































     Interculturally competent practitioners are essential to serve diverse students in the 
schools. Results of this study suggests that a study abroad experience is a positive way for school 
psychologists to gain intercultural competency skills. Participants discussed how their 
experiences abroad helped them understand and appreciate cultural differences and how those 
experiences shaped their interactions with others. For example, graduate student Jackie was not 
aware of the lack of mental health awareness in China until she had the opportunity to teach 
there. There, she learned about how symptoms related to social anxiety are seen as the norm in 
that culture. She is now more mindful of culture when serving families from diverse groups as a 
result of this unique experience. Hammer’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity 
would likely show that this experience and subsequent change in awareness and practice 
illustrates movement toward a more global viewpoint (Hammer, 2011).  Learning more about 
other cultures allows one to gain a more complex understanding regarding different cultures.      
It was interesting to note how many participants acknowledged similarities among people 
in their responses. Hammer (2011) claimed that intercultural sensitivity is improved by the 
ability to compare similarities and differences between a host culture and one’s own culture.  In 
these instances, the participants used similarities as a way to express empathy towards others. 
However, Hammer’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity theorizes that an 
individual’s mindset and intercultural sensitivity lies on a continuum. While recognizing our 
similarities is an important state on the continuum, it can be construed as falling in the 
“minimization” stage. Individuals at this stage tend to have a perspective that we’re all humans 
and we are more alike than different (thereby “minimizing” the importance of our cultural 



































































not yet fully recognize deeper patterns of cultural difference and may lack the ability to 
appropriately respond to these differences (Hammer, 2012). While many mental health 
practitioners tend to be at this stage on the continuum, there are still growth strides to toward the 
more desirable stages of acceptance, adaptation, and integration. 
With that in mind, a particularly important finding was that most of the participants 
reported that they gained a recognition and appreciation for different perspectives when studying 
abroad.  For example, Stephanie explained that her study abroad experience in Argentina 
allowed her to see others’ perspectives, which she feels is a necessary skill for school 
psychologists. This finding is consistent with Diller’s theory of intercultural competence. Diller 
(2011) believes intercultural competence is represented by certain skills. One of these skills is 
known as the dynamics of difference. This involves knowing what can go wrong in cross-cultural 
communication and knowing how to set it right.  By seeing others’ perspectives, one can prepare 
for possible responses and reactions and respond accordingly. 
Most graduate student participants reported feelings of privilege while in their host 
country. Participants discussed privilege in regards to logistical factors such as transportation, 
living situations, and access to healthcare. These reflections were primarily gained through 
meaningful conversations with local residents in the host country, as well as in their own 
reflections of their experiences. Several participants discussed how they shifted their mindset 
regarding serving diverse populations upon returning to their home country. This supports 
research conducted by Canfield et al. (2015) which suggested that students who studied abroad 
were better able to recognize their privilege upon reflecting on their experiences. 
Graduate student participants reported a greater sense of empathy and understanding of 



































































research by Canfield et al. (2015), who found that study abroad experiences were beneficial in 
teaching participants “soft skills” such as empathy and tolerance, which are not easily taught in a 
classroom setting. Many participants discussed difficult or adverse experiences while abroad, 
which led them to a greater sense of empathy. Being somewhere new, physically and culturally, 
can cause a degree of culture shock. Many participants related this feeling back to their students 
in order to increase empathy. For example, graduate student Chloe struggled in adapting to the 
cultural norms of Jordan. From this experience, she developed a larger appreciation and 
empathetic orientation toward those who do not fit into the norms of her own country and 
culture. Several of the school psychologists expressed that studying abroad helped them better 
relate to students who may have recently arrived from another country. For example, Nathan, 
who studied abroad in Argentina, realized how difficult it might be for students who struggle to 
understand cultural references. Chen and Starosta (2000) believe intercultural sensitivity is 
comprised of dimensions. One of these dimensions includes sensitivity, which is an individual’s 
capacity to comprehend and appreciate cultural differences. By relating to students from 
different backgrounds, the participants developed sensitivity. 
When examining the effects of short-term study abroad experiences on perceived 
intercultural competence for school psychology graduate students, this study suggests that 
participants successfully linked their experiences abroad to the importance of intercultural 
competence in the school setting. Specifically, participants successfully discussed how their 
experiences abroad enabled them to be better practitioners in the field. Participants expressed the 
necessity of interculturally competent practices as school psychologists, such as understanding 



































































When examining the more long-term influence of study abroad experiences on school 
psychologists’ perceived intercultural competence, participants also linked their experiences 
while studying abroad to their professional practice in schools. For example, participants noted 
how culture can impact student learning and described how international experiences help them 
reflect on student circumstances when evaluating for special education. Such behavioral displays 
of competence are essential intercultural skills (Wilson, Ward, & Fischer, 2013).  
In contrast, one school psychologist, Kaitlyn, did not feel that her study abroad 
experience has had any lasting impact on her professional practice. She reported that her 
intercultural competence has been shaped more through her interactions with families and 
students from diverse backgrounds more than from her study abroad program. It is important to 
note, however, that Kaitlyn studied abroad in Australia, which is a country that is considered 
culturally and linguistically similar to the United States. Thus, the location of the study abroad 
experience can play an important role in the cultural impact on participants (Goldoni, 2013).   
Limitations 
This study involved self-reported perceptions of how study abroad experiences affected 
school psychologists and graduate students. It is possible the respondents are not accurate self-
evaluators or reporters of true change. Further, due to the qualitative nature of the study, in 
which deep, rich accounts of a relatively small number of individuals’ experiences and 
perceptions were examined, results cannot be generalized to the broader population of all school 
psychologists and graduate students who studied abroad. It is also possible that individuals who 
were already more interculturally competent were more likely to study abroad than those who 
were not. Respondent bias may be a limitation in this study; participants may have been inclined 



































































The study may have also been affected by the researchers’ backgrounds. The researchers 
themselves previously participated in study abroad experiences and felt study abroad had a 
positive impact on their own perceived intercultural competence. To minimize this possibility, 
steps to improve trustworthiness in data collection and data analysis were employed and are 
described in the method section of this study. 
Implications for Future Research 
This study involved interviews with participants from the United States who studied 
abroad in any country during their undergraduate or graduate education. Future research might 
include school psychologists from other countries. It could also involve a more in-depth 
examination of how the culture of the study abroad destination—and the length of time at that 
destination—affects the development of intercultural competency. For example, study abroad in 
a country very similar to ones own culture might not lead to much growth in intercultural 
competency. It might also be the case that a brief (e.g., two-week) study abroad experience in a 
country extremely different from one’s own might be such a jarring experience that it does not 
lead to as much growth as study abroad in a moderately dissimilar culture.  
It would also be interesting to compare cultural immersion programs that have a service-
learning component (other-focused) versus programs that are more oriented to the student’s 
experience (self-focused). Other studies might examine how international experiences during 
one’s childhood, such as those experienced by individuals who grew up in military families or 
attended international schools, affect their intercultural competence. Finally, future research 
might also include a quantitative measure and control group to determine whether study abroad 



































































do not study abroad. Such a study might include pre-trip surveys to identify themes for post-trip 
analysis. 
Implications for Practice 
Factors including the importance of students’ awareness of cultural similarities and 
differences, recognition of privilege, development of empathy, and shaping of professional 
practice might be considered when implementing a study abroad program for aspiring school 
psychologists. Study abroad programs can center study abroad experiences on specific objectives 
related to intercultural competence growth. It is also important to consider how the context of 
study abroad affects intercultural competency development (i.e., in what ways, and to what 
extent, is the culture similar or different from one’s own?). Study abroad experiences can 
incorporate meaningful and unstructured activities that allow participants to immerse themselves 
in the host culture. Structured time to reflect on activities during and immediately following the 
program might also enhance participants’ intercultural competencies. This more structured 
reflection can enhance the students’ intercultural competencies as they relate to professional 
practice.  
Overall, the participants in this study indicated that school psychologists feel positively 
influenced by their study abroad experience and this influence has sustained into their careers.  
Higher education institutions may benefit from allocating more resources toward study abroad 
programs in order to further develop students’ intercultural competence and worldview. 
Additionally, school psychology program faculty can encourage study abroad and cultural 




































































 A phenomenological qualitative design was used to collect data on the undergraduate and 
graduate study abroad experiences of practicing school psychologists and graduate students. 
Both students and practicing school psychologists found that studying abroad positively 
impacted their awareness of cultural similarities and differences, recognition of privilege, 
development of empathy, and shaping of professional practice. Engaging in an undergraduate or 
graduate study abroad program, short-term or long-term, helps to create a school psychologist 
that better understands the cultural competencies of the students they serve.  
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